Taro Oswald Wirth (1860-1943) 


Network version of the preface to the book 'Tarot Ma gi” 


(c) Andrei Kostenko, 2003 Oswald W urth's parents were Alsatians. Joseph Paul Edward Wirth took part in an unsuccessful uprising of 1848, was wounded, 
lie was imprisoned, and after his release he decided to emigrate with his wife from France to Switzerland. There, in the city of Brienz, and their son 
Joseph Paul Oswald "Wirth was bom m I860. 


Father earned his living as an artist; Oswald took Ins first drawing lessons from him. Already at the age of 13, the boy read a book about the mesmeric 
healing that he accidentally found and tried tins ait on a friend - and this event influenced his whole future life. Oswald's mother was a zealous Catholic;, 
he inherited religious beliefs from hen but could not, as she wanted, become a theologian. In 1879, after the death of his mother, he went to seek fortune in 
London, where he intended to become an accountant. He also did not have this career, and in the early 1880s, young Oswald Wirth moved to France. 


In Paris, he was finally able to enter the community of Mesmer s followers that had long lured him. Revolving among the "magnetizers", Wirth learned 
about other esoteric teachings. Theosophy was not particularly attracted to him, but he immediately wanted to receive an initiation into the free masons. 
However, it was also necessary to arrange worldly life. In 1882,, he joined an infantry regiment based m the west of France, m the city of Chalon. At the 
beginning of 1884, it became possible to join the local Masonic Lodge, in which Wirth advanced a year later to the degree of the Master. The comrades 
immediately felt a theorist in a young man: he was especially mterested in the symbolism of Masonic rituals and regalia. 


In 1886, Oswald Wirth retired and became a professional mesmerist healer while continuing to study esoteric theories. Soon, his person became interested 
(with the filing of Shalom's occultists) Marquis Stanislas de Guayta (1861— 1897) - a young aristocrat who was fond of high magic, a follower of the 
famous Eliphas Levi (1810—1875). About the mystical circumstances of the first acquaintance Wirth himself will tell m his beck . De Guaita made him 
ins personal secretary and co-founder (in 1888) of the Kabbaiistic Order of the Rose -Cross. In addition, de Guaita, who knew about Wirth's artistic talent, 
offered to participate in a grandiose project - the publication of the first occult Tarot card deck, which would follow the tradition of Eliphas L evi and 
embody all the newest ideas of Western esotericism. 


There is no small retreat. In the playing cards of the Tarot, common in some countries of southern Europe, the esoteric meaning of the prominent French 
mason and historian Antoine Cours he Gebejgn (ca. 1728—1 784) was the first to be seen . His ideas were developed by die Occultists Etteylla (1 738- 
-1 7 91), Eli phas Levi and P aul Christian (1811— 1877). [Cm. about it here and here.] Of them all, by that time only Etteilla had bothered to publish a full 
deck of 78 cards, the design of which was ^corrected' 1 in accordance with the new understanding of die Tarot. But the tradition of Etteylla developed 
rather in the direction of cartomancy (commercial fortune-telling on cards) than of high occultism, therefore its decks in the circle of the Marquis de 
Guayt 11 didn't count". It was necessary to create (and print) a Tarot in winch the guessing aspect would be only secondary. The drawings of these cards 
were supposed to embody the ideas of Kabbalah, numerology, alchemy, mesmerism. Masonic symbolism - in short, all that made up the 'enlightened ' 
French occultism of the end of the XIX century. 


Wirth brilliantly coped with this task. His first deck was published in 1889 and was called Les 22 Arcanes du Tarot Kabbalistique ("22 Arkan Kabbaiistic 
Tarot rr j . The subtitle of the deck read: "drawn bv Oswald Wirth on die instructions of Stanislas de Guavt for use by the initiates." 




Cards irem the first deck of Wirth (185,9). D 


lign, which I would call" Yirt I". Photo courtesy Rachel Neuven. 


350 sets of maps printed in Paris were a success! In the same year, the famous occultist Papus (1865—1916) used them as illustrations for his fundamental 
work Le Tarot des Bohemiens (“Gypsy Tarot") . He also included in this book an Essay on Astronomical Tarot , a short article by Wirth, in which he first 
outlined his ideas about the structure of the Great Arcana set and their connection with astroniyphological symbolism. So the first Wirth Tarot began its 
life in the occult world. It was reprinted and redrawn by hand; they were illustrated with books on the tarot. Wnth's cards were used by Manly Hall and 
Aleister Growl ev until thev created their own decks. 
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Illustrations from Pappus's book '''Grpy Tarot 
signed,, like on the original color tnap: Oswald Wirth Paris 1859". 


, Paris. 1S89. Arkar. 12 is 


The Tarot cards depicted in the illustration by J. O. Napp to the book b; 
Manly ? Hall T?n\c!spMtc 

opir. . ' San Francis 


A card from the 1889 deck allegedly 
owned by Aleister Crowley. The 
Hebrew letter Am in the lower right 
comer is fixed by the owner on Fs in 
accordance with the Golden Dawn 
system. 
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The unknown artist redrawn the Great Arcana from the Gypsy Tarot , complemented them with stripe cards taken from the traditional Marseille deck, and 
issued a full set of 78 cards (even before Tarot Oswald Wirth, which we will say a few words below ). There are two such full decks in the collections: one 
in black and white and the other painted with watercolors. The cards are numbered from I to 78 by Paul Christian ; even the Minor Arcana is in Hebrew 
letters. There is no exact dating: Kaplan in the "Encyclopedia of the Tarot" (Volume III) implies "around 1900-19-20 '), K. Frank Jensen - the 1950s. 
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Cards from the first deck of Wirth, supplemented to 78 cards 


In 1897, de Guaita, friend, mentor and patron of Wirth, died. Friends arranged the author of the Kabbaiistic Tarot as a librarian to the French Ministry of 
Colonies. He went on to comprehend Masonic wisdom, to practice magnetic healing and to study occult sciences. In 1911, he began publishing a series of 
articles entitled Les Arcanes du Tarot ("The Arcana of the Tarot"; in the magazine La Lumiere Masonik. For this publication, Wirth re-painted all 22 Great 
Arcana. 


Wirth's illustrations for his series of articles ''The Arcana ofih 


■ oral . published in the j oumal La Lumiere Mas on 


since 1911. 


I would call tliis intermediate option ‘"Wirth la”. 


But it was only a preparation for his mam literary work - a large, richly illustrated book about the Tarot. In the 1920s, he published a series of works on 
symbolism and initiation. And in 1926 he released his third version of the Tarot cards. Now they were called Le Tarot des imagiers du moyen age ("Tarot 
medieval draftsmen") and were published in the form of a portfolio of 11 sheets, 2 cards per sheet The main difference of these cards from the previous 
Tarot Virta are the patterned frame and the golden background. Changed colors and many details of the drawings. 


[LC 8STCL€Vr 1 fcsf 


Cards from the Tarot of Medieval Artists , 1926.1 would call this, design (and its variations below) Wirth II. 

The whole deck with fcrxnate internretaaens. see here 


In 1927 in Paris a book of the same name was published - the same one that we now offer to your attention in the Russian translation under the name 
"Tarot Ma ei" . New cards on II sheets were attached to the part of the circulation in special pockets of the back cover. In the book itself, all 22 cards were 
also reproduced in the form of black-and-'white drawings - based on new color maps, but with some deviations in the details and design. All 22 Arkanas in 
the book are presented not only in the form of traditional Tarot cards, but also in the form of so-called 'ideograms' 1 - simple symbolic drawings. In 
addition, Wirth included in the book his own drawings of the hypothetical most ancient 'astronomical tarot" and sketches of some interesting maps from 
various historical decks. 


Trrmr 


Illustrations from the book " Tarot Medieval Draftsmen 
the twins. It Is not on the oolor map. 


. 1927. Pay attention to the lyre of 


" Ideograms ' of the s ame Arcana ( and 19} from the book ’Tarot medieval draftsmen ". 
1927. 


In 1927, Wirth retired. He never started a family, he lived with his sister Eliza. In 1931, he again addressed the topic of the Tarot, publishing a small book 
Introduction a Tetude du Tarot ("Introduction to the Study of Tarot") - in essence, a concise retelling of "Tarot draftsmen" . 


World War II found Wirth with her sister and niece on vacation in die Ardennes. They fled to the south of France, staying in the homes of familiar 
esoterists. Swiss masons suggested that Virtue return to his homeland, but he did not use the invitation and died in the town of Vienne, south of Lyon, in 
1943. Eliza said m a letter to a friend: "Your old master passed away on March 9 at 11:00- quietly, without shocks, as befits the sage of the Ninth 
Arcanum" (Wirth disciples were convinced that the image of the Hermit Tarot, he presented himself in his old age). 


In 1960, the third Wirth deck (1926) was copied by a certain George Alexander - while preserving die author's monogram (the letters O and W), but 
without patterned frames on the cards. This so-called "Tarot of Alexander" was used in 1969 by the famous Swiss yoga teacher Elizabeth Hieh for her 
book Tarot, die 22 Berwusstseinsstufen des Menschen ("Tarot: 22 levels of human consciousness**) . 


Posthumous improvement. The Wirth - Alexander maps, reproduced in the book by Elizabeth Hay.h (Stuttgart, 1969). 


In 1966, Wirth's book was reprinted in Paris. To the new "Tarot Medieval Draftsmen "as in 1927, 22 maps were attached - supposedly drawn by Wirth. In 
fact, in this posthumous edition of Virtow Tarot, only the general outlines of the figures remain from the original. Everything was changed, and all 
changes were for the worse. The elegant font of the signatures was replaced by r an unreadable gothic, the gold background by a copper one; patterned 
frames have disappeared; pleasant muted colors have become, as they say, "acidic." The drawings were ineptly stylized as woodcuts, obviously, in order to 
give the cards a more "medieval" look. In the text of the book Arcana are illustrated with the same new maps, only in a contrasting black and white 
version. In 1976, the Swiss map-maker AGMuller issued a "full Tarot Oswald Wirth deck" of 78 cards, adding the Small Arcana to the 1966 cards (as was 
the case with *r. earlier Lack and white deck , 56 new cards were created anew on the basis of die Marseille Tarot, but now with a lot of gross distortions). 
Currently, tins ugly deck is successfully* sold in Europe and the USA with a cynical inscription on the box: " The ori g inal and only authorized Tarot 
Oswald Wirth'' . 
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Be careful, fake! Cards from the deck "loro Oswald Wirin' 
(Great Arcana, - 1966, Paris; full deck - 1976, Switzerland - USA). 


For those Tarot Wisdom researchers who want to use cards whose design was actually created by Oswald Wirth. we are releasing a deck of Tarot Mages . 
We gave the same name to our Russian translation of the main book of Wirth, the original title of which, as we have already* mentioned many times, is 
"Tarot of medieval draftsmen . Honestly admit that this is a tribute to the ruthless marketing god. But in our defense, let us say that the English edition of 
this book, published in 1985, is also called The Tarot of the Magicians . Unlike the American publisher, who reproduced the illustrations of the Arcana of 
the Tarot in the second French edition of 1966, we present in the book reproductions of authentic Wirth cards. 


Until now, tins classic work by Oswald Wirth was familiar to most of our compatriots only from bibliographies, references and quotations. Now everyone 
has the opportunity' to meet him in full. 


Tarot Ma ges | Home Taro | HOME 






















































































































































































































































































































































































































